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Many of those who encountered Jesus went away with a life transforming experience, 
whether it was through His amazing, authoritative teaching to people such as Zacchaeus, 
Peter or Nicodemus; or through the restorative power of healing, such as the man born 
blind. But today we come across an encounter that resulted in neither of these; we’re 
talking about the Rich Young Ruler. 

We find this story in the three synoptic Gospels - Matthew, Mark and Luke, and each of 
them tells exactly the same story, but with slightly subtle differences. For example, Mark 
tells us he is a rich man, Matthew adds he is a rich young man, while Luke points out he is 
a ruler; so as we combine the stories together we get the Rich Young Ruler.  

We are looking at it from Mark’s perspective, but may add a few details from the other 
Gospels as well.  

Jesus encountered the Rich Young Ruler immediately after He blessed the children and 
said, ‘Theirs is the kingdom of God.’ This young man ran up to Jesus, fell on his knees 
before Him and asked, ‘Good teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?’ 

There is an urgency about this encounter (he ran up to Jesus) and also great respect (he 
bows to the ground before Him and addresses Him as ‘Good teacher’). Jesus queries this 
title, ‘Why do you call me good? No-one is good - except God alone.’ 

Now some have pointed to this verse to ‘prove’ that Jesus did not believe He was divine. 
But they are missing the point. The Rich Young Ruler, like any faithful Jew of his day, knew 
the Scriptures and would be aware that Psalm 14:2-3 says – 

The LORD looks down from heaven 
    on all mankind 
to see if there are any who understand, 
    any who seek God. 
All have turned away, all have become corrupt; 
    there is no-one who does good, 
    not even one. 

The implication here is that there is only One who is truly good and that is God; so by 
calling Jesus ‘good’, does the Rich Young Ruler really know what he is saying? Or by what 
standard is he measuring goodness? In Matthew’s account the question he asks is, ‘what 
good thing must I do to get eternal life?’ It seems he believes he can attain a level of 
goodness that will be awarded with eternal life. 



Let’s think about this man for a moment and assess his credentials. Looking at him from 
a purely human level, he has a lot going for him.  

1. He was Young 

Youth was not exalted in Bible times as it is today. In our Western society everyone wants 
to stay forever young.  In the Bible it is rather old age that is revered. Prov 16:31 proclaims, 
‘Grey hair is a crown of splendour; it is attained by a righteous life.’ This does not mean 
we must all go and dye our hair grey! It is simply a metaphor for the blessing of old age. 
And Paul cautioned his young assistant Timothy, ‘Don’t let anyone look down on you 
because you are young,’ (1 Tim 4:12). 

Having said that, however, there is a sense that youth has its advantages. Solomon writing 
in Ecclesiastes 12:1 says,  

Remember your Creator 
in the days of your youth, 
before the days of trouble come 
and the years approach when you will say, 
‘I find no pleasure in them’. 

Then, he launches into a wonderfully poetic and humorous description of old age! So 
there is something to be said about having youth on your side. We don’t know exactly how 
old the Rich Young Ruler was, but he was at least 18 and we’ll see why in a moment.  

But as a young man he had his whole life ahead of him, endless possibilities and 
opportunities abound. He most likely was married, and again we’ll see why; but just 
supposing he wasn’t, he would be on the most eligible bachelor list, and fathers would be 
queuing up to have him marry their daughter.   

2. He was Rich 

In those days many people lived from hand to mouth – subsistence farmers, or people 
who hired themselves out as labourers for a daily wage of a denarius, just enough to feed 
themselves and their family. For many, life was a struggle just to keep their heads above 
water. 

Not so for this young man: he was rich, in fact v.22 tells us ‘he had great wealth’ or 
possessions, as the ESV renders it.  Here was someone who wasn’t short of a bob or two, 
he had cash to flash. If he needed to replace a camel, or donkey, or horse, he didn’t go to a 
second-hand dealer, no he bought a brand new shiny model with all the latest gadgets. If 
his clothes wore out he didn’t need to patch them up, he just went to the equivalent of 
Savile Row and purchased a new bespoke outfit. He would certainly make the Sunday 

Times Rich List. 

Now we’re not told how he acquired his wealth, but we can assume he wasn’t old enough 
to have worked a lifetime to accumulate so much money, so we can reasonably assume 
that it was inherited. This was daddy’s money, but now it was his. And he wasn’t ashamed 
of it, he probably showed his wealth by the way he dressed; Jesus had never met him 
before yet He knew he was extremely wealthy. 



This was someone you definitely wanted to know and be in the company of. No doubt he 
had many ‘friends’, or hangers-on like the Prodigal Son.  But there is no indication he had 
acquired his wealth by false means; he was a decent, upright citizen as we will see.  

3. He was a Ruler 

What kind of ruler was he? Again we are not told, but we can deduce something from the 
text we are given. As I said, only Luke calls him a ruler, but the word he uses is exactly the 
same as that of Nicodemus, a member of the Jewish ruling council, the Sanhedrin. This 
was the main council in Jerusalem, but there were lesser Sanhedrins in every major town, 
so it is likely this young man was a member of one of these. A bit like a local councillor. 

To be a member you had to have reached the age of 18 and it was preferable that you be 
married, as it would make you more lenient in your rulings.  So not only was he young and 
rich, he was also a man of influence, someone people looked up to and admired. A person 
whose opinion you would listen to. If he was alive today he would probably be in local 
government, or a businessman, or both. He’d be interviewed on TV, radio and in 
newspapers, the subject of podcasts and very prominent on social media.  He would be 
an influencer. 

This Rich Young Ruler is definitely someone you would want to know, and someone you 
would love to have in your Church. Which leads us to the fourth point. 

4. He was Religious 

This young man was brought up with impeccable credentials, taught the Scriptures since 
he was a boy and sought to keep the law to the best of his ability. He was a model Jew, his 
parents would have been proud of him, his friends would admire him, his wife would feel 
blessed being married to such a man, and those in his community would aspire to the kind 
of life he displayed.  He had it all going for him – youth on his side, the kind of wealth most 
could only dream about, a man of influence, and zealous for the Law of God. What more 
could you ask for? 

Yet, something was missing, and that’s why he came running to Jesus with a burning 
question – ‘what must I do to inherit eternal life?’ 

Although this is the first time this young man encountered Jesus, the Lord knew his heart, 
and He understood his question. After challenging him about addressing Him as ‘Good 
Teacher’, Jesus listed some of the Commandments, because it was obvious the young man 
thought this was the way to attain eternal life. His question is very revealing, ‘What must 
I do to inherit eternal life?’  He thought it was all about him and his performance, so Jesus 
played along. Using the Commandments, the Lord was drawing him out, ‘all these I have 

kept since I was a boy.’ 

Now we know that no-one, bar Jesus, has ever kept all the Commandments perfectly, 
though this man believes he has since childhood. I don’t believe he is being in any way 
arrogant, simply misguided. But even though he may believe he has kept the whole Law, 
there is still something missing; he has no peace, no satisfaction - and that’s why he comes 
running to Jesus. 



To his credit he does come to the one person who can answer his question and satisfy his 
search for eternal life, but the answer he hears is not what he expected: 

Jesus looked at him and loved him. ‘One thing you lack,’ he said. ‘Go, sell everything 
you have and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven. Then come, 
follow me.’ (v.21) 

Isn’t that a lovely sentence – ‘Jesus looked at him and loved him.’? And it wasn’t just a 
brotherly love, but agape love. Jesus looks at each one of us in the same way, and loves us 
too, no matter our background, no matter what we have done in the past. As someone 
once put it: There is nothing we can do to make Him love us less; there’s nothing we can 
do to make Him love us more. 

In His love, Jesus searched the Rich Young Ruler’s heart and discerned what was 
preventing him from experiencing eternal life, his money. Remember he had great wealth, 
or as another translation puts it, ‘great possessions.’ The problem was he was ‘possessed’ 
by his possessions.  Jesus had said in the Sermon on the Mount, ‘You cannot serve both God and 
Money.’ (Matt 6:24) It was clear the Rich Young Ruler was serving and worshipping Mammon. 
When he heard Jesus tell him to sell everything he had, his face fell and he went away sad.  

That’s when Jesus tells His disciples, ‘How hard it is for the rich to enter the kingdom of 
God ...  It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for someone who is 
rich to enter the kingdom of God.’ (vv.24-25) 

At this the disciples were amazed, or as JB Phillips renders it, ‘their astonishment knew 
no bounds.’ Why did they react in such a way? Because they, like all good Jews of their 
day, believed that if you feared God and sought to keep His Law, then you would be 
blessed, and evidence of that blessing would be riches. Today we would say they bought 

into the Prosperity Gospel. 

But Jesus knocks that right on its head, while the bewildered disciples ask, ‘Who then can 
be saved (if not this Rich Young Ruler who’s obviously been blessed by God?)’ Jesus 
answers, ‘With man this is impossible, but ... all things are possible with God.’ (v.27) 

Some have taken this story to mean that we all must give up our wealth if we want to be 
a true Christian. But what Jesus said was specific to this man’s circumstance. He could not 
attain eternal life by simply giving up his wealth; no, that was barrier that was preventing 
him from seeing what was truly needed.  Remove the barrier, his money, and he could see 
clearly that he needed to follow Jesus, and that would bring him eternal life. It is the same 
for everyone, we need to follow Jesus, but not everyone is held back by the same barrier. 
For some it may be money, but for others it could be career, position, popularity, an all 
consuming hobby. One friend of ours admitted that what was holding her back was her 
family, who weren’t Christians. 

Each one of us has had, or perhaps still has, some sort of barrier that prevents us from 
fully committing our lives to Christ. Can we recognise what that is? 

Peter, with his usual unedited bravado, blurted out, ‘We have left everything to follow 
you!’  To which Jesus replied, ‘No one who has left home or brothers or sisters or mother 
or father or children or fields for me and the gospel will fail to receive a hundred times as 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew%206%3A24&version=NIVUK


much in this present age: homes, brothers, sisters, mothers, children and fields—along 
with persecutions—and in the age to come eternal life. But many who are first will be last, 
and the last first.’ (vv.28-31) 

Here is an example of the upside-down kingdom that Jesus spoke of, the first being last 
and the last first. In the minds of the disciples, this Rich Young Ruler would have been up 
there among the first. But no, unless he repents and does what Jesus says, he will not enter 
the kingdom or receive eternal life. 

I believe this is why this story is preceded by the one about the children being brought to 
Jesus. In those days children had no status, they were the last and the least in society. 
Even the disciples tried to shoo them away, yet Jesus called them to Himself, blessed them 
and used them as an example for all: 

Let the little children come to me, and do not hinder them, for the kingdom of God 
belongs to such as these. Truly I tell you, anyone who will not receive the kingdom 

of God like a little child will never enter it. (vv14-15) 

The innocent, trusting children were welcomed, while the religious Rich Young Ruler 
walked away sad. Have you ever wondered what happened to him after that? 

When I was ordained as a curate in Lisburn, I was preaching once a week, either morning 
or evening. I remember one day the Church warden asked me, ‘Do you get your sermons 
from a book?’ He genuinely believed I simply took a book off the shelf and read out a 
sermon. ‘No,’ I said, ‘I prepare each one from scratch.’ 

One of the joys in preparing a sermon is the research we do to dig deep into the Word. 
Here is something I learned for the first time. One commentator said he had heard many 
preachers say the Rich Young Ruler walked away from Jesus and straight into hell! But 
the writer questioned if that was really the end of the story.  In his research, he discovered 
that early Church tradition identifies the Rich Young Ruler with none other than John 
Mark, the writer of the second Gospel!  Whether or not this is true or just conjecture, we 
must admit that we cannot jump to the conclusion that the Rich Young Ruler went straight 
to hell. After all, Jesus said it was ‘hard’, a strong word meaning gut-wrenchingly hard, for 
the rich to enter the kingdom of God, but not impossible. 

If he, or anyone, recognises the barrier or stumbling block preventing them from seeing 
who Jesus really is, repents of that and follows the Lord, then they can change from being 
the last, to being the first in the kingdom of God.   

 

 

 


